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Introduction

An increasing number of studies of child lan-
guage development have presented group data to

describe that development. However, research in

this area presents some particular methodologi-

cal problems related to the representativeness of

group data in describing developmental trends. rile

primary assumption in studying groups of children

has been the generalizability of findings increases

with the number of subjects studied. This paper

will discuss limitations of studies focused on group

data and some alternative conventions that might

be used in reporting data so that it accurately rep-

resents individual subjects' patterns of language

development.
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Methods

This data set represents a subset of data col-
lected on 20 mother- child dyads who partici pa 1 (41

in an 18-month longitudinal study of language de-

velopment. The subjects for this study were 10

children and their mothers. Six of these children

were normally developing and four were moder-

ately retarded. Comprehensive behavioral asses-

Incas and Bayley scores determined group mem-

bership. Data on motherchild int eractions N ere

collected during home observations. Observation

lasted 20 minutes and were videotaped. This study

examined both mother and child verbal behavior

during the period the child's MIX was 1.01 l .2:).

This reanalysis focuses only on mother strategic-,

to elicit child verbal behavior.



MOTHER FUNCTIONS WITHIN CATEGORY

"ELICITS VERBAL"
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ResLlts

This comparative study showed that the moth-

ers of handicapped children relied heavily on mod-

eling as a strategy to elicit verbalizations from
their children. Whereas, mothers of normally de-

veloping children used simple questions (SF) as

their eliciting strategy of choice. Individual data

for the mothers of normally developing children

showed 3 distinct patterns. Subject number 8 had

a profile similar to that described for the hand-

icapped group. Subject numbers 4 and 10 were

low rate in their attempts to elicit verbalizations

from their children. Thus, the group data for the

normally developing accurately described only 50

percent of the sample. However, individual moth-

ers of handicapped children were more accurately

described by the group data.
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Methods

This data set represents a subset of data col-
lected on 20 mother-child dyads who participated
in an 18-month longitudinal study of language; de-

velopment. The subjects for this study were 7
normally developing children and their mothers.
Data were 'collected over 14 months with 4 periods

of observation: 16, 21, 24 and 30 months. Ob-

servations of mother-child behavior were collected
during home visits. Observations lasted 20 min-
utes and were videotaped. This reanalysis of the
data is concerned only with developmental trends
in mother choice of strategy to elicit child verbal
belia'v ior.
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TABLE 1

VARIATION AMONG MOTHERS

1 3 8 14 15 16 17 MEAN St.]

38 74 47 71 33 45 35 49 16.8

12 5 49 12 8 11 8 15,0 15.2

21 S 0 2 0 13 50 13,6 17.8

29 12 24 16 58 3? 8 25,6 16.8

58 79 20 48 69 42 17 47 6 23,14

8 5 b7 38 0 35 29 26 23,6

8 2 2 7 9 3 21 7 :4 6.6

24 14 11 7 22 19 33 18,6 8,8

85 49 84 62 84 29 65,3 21.1

13 8 34 4 0 0 14 10.14 11.8

1 3 13 0 0 0 57 10,6 21,0

22 3 4 12 38 16 0 13.5 13,3

87 57 63 61 71 82 53 67,7 12,8

Li 27 21 15 9 0 10 12,3 ILI

2 8 Li 22 14 0 27 11,0 10,14

7 8 12 2 5 18 10 8.9 5,2



Results

The group data showed a clear developmental

progression of mother eliciting strategies over the

14 months. The mothers of these 7 normally de-

veloping children gradually increased their use of

simple questions (SF) to elicit verbalizations from

their children. Other available eliciting strategies

were low rate and remained fairly stable over time.

The group data demonstrated considerable mother

variability. However, analysis of individual data

revealed that only one of the 7 dyads actually
showed the group developmental progression.



Method

A review of research presenting group data i ,; 5

prominent journals over the last 5 years revealed

that few research articles described the extent to

which individual data supported the conclusions

drawn from group data. This literature was con-

cerned only with mother strategies for eliciting

child verbal behavior. Journals reviewed were:

Journal of Child Language; Child Development;

American Journal of Mental Deficiency; Journal of

Speech and Hearing Disorders; Journal of Speech

and Hearing Research.
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AUTHOR N

TABLE 2

SELECTED STUDIES REPORTING GROUP DATA OF MOTHER STRATEGIES

To ELICIT CHILD VERBALIZATIONS

MEASURES RESULTS

& PIEN

WEFuLERo

SHEMIT(62)

EHEART (1982)

& KLOPP

LEIFER & LEWIS

CARDosA-MARTIN5
& PIERN'S (1965)

5

II

PROPORTION MOTHER
VERBAL BEHAVIOR THAT
IS QUESTIONING OR
DIRECTIVE

CONTROL AND CONVERSATION
ARE INCOMPATIBLE MOTHER
STRATEGIES

ANALYSIS OF INDIVIDUAL STABILITY OF INDIVIDUAL
DYADS DESCRIBED BY VARIABILITY
VLDONALD & 1)7FM

30 PRAGMATIC FUNCTION
OF MOTHER INPUi

16 MOTHER IMITATIONS
RESPONSES FEEDBACK

17 MOTHER INTERACTIONAL
STRATEGIES

14 PRAGMATIC INTENT OF
MOTHER QUESTIONS

20 PRAGMATIC FUNCTION
OF LANGUAGE

SIGNIFICANT GROUP
DIFFERENCES

SIGNIFICANT GROUP
DIFFERENCES

No GROUP DIFFERENCES

No GROUP DIFFERENCES
IF CHILDREN MATCHED ON
LINGUISTIC PARAMETERS

SIGNIFICANT GROUP
DIFFERENCES ON ALL
MEASURES

INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES

VARIABILITY ATTENDED
TO BUT NOT DESCRIBED

DETAILED ANALYSIS

NOT ADDRESSED

NOT ADDRESSED

RANGE GIVEN

NOT ADDRESSED

NOT ADDRESSED



Results

A review of some recent studies describing motile!

verbal input to very young children (Table 2) re-

vealed that few studies have explored whether in-

dividual behavior was adequately described by group

data. The question of individual variablity was

rarely addressed. The individual analysis of Mc-

Donald and Pien's data was a notable exception

(Olsen-Fulcro, 1982). Olsen-Fulero showed that

observed variability in mother behavior was sta-

ble across time. These mother behaviors were de-

scribed as representing stable interactional styles

which either facilitated or inhibited the develop-

nient'of conversational skills.



Conclusio is

The evidence from these three sources suggests

that reporting only group data may be inadequate.

The presentation of group data may be enhanced

by:

Describing the number of subjects that resemble

the group data.

Showing the range, mean and standard devia-
tions of scores.

Presenting individual data graphically so that
profileo, that deviate from the group data are im-
mediately apparent.
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